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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Exchanging food stamps for cash or for nonfood goods and services (food stamp trafficking)
is a serious federal policy concem. Unauthorized use of food stamps weakens the abiliw of the Food
Stamp Program (FSP) to accomplish its objective of encouraging nutritious food use by program
participants, and trafficking undermines confidence in the program among the general population.
Most investigations of food stamp trafficking focus on food retailers as they are the only ones who
can obtain cash from the government for food stamps. A recent U.S. Department of Agriculture
(USDA), Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) study of authorized food stores suggests that between
three and four percent of food stamps are exchanged for cash or nonfood items (Macaluso 1995).

Because of extensive anecdotal evidence suggesting that food stamp trafficking is common, the
USDA contracted with Mathematica Policy Research, Inc. (MPR) to conduct an exploratory study
of food stamp trafficking, focusing on the motivations and dynamics of trafficking from the point
of view of FSP participants. This report summarizes the findings from that study.

STUDY OBJECTIVES

The present study was conceived as an exploratory research project, designed to obtain
preliminary information about trafficking by food stamp participants and to examine the feasibility
of further research. In that vein, one key objective of the project was to test the feasibility of
obtaining accurate survey information from FSP participants about their trafficking experiences. A
second goal was to obtain preliminary data on the characteristics and motivations of people who
exchange their food stamps for cash or for goods, so as to help devise deterrence strategies that the
government could employ to reduce trafficking.

DATA COLLECTION

Several different data collection activities were undertaken as part of the research:

· A series of focus groups was conducted with FSP participants in three metropolitan
areas in different parts of the country, The goal was to obtain information that would
help in designing a survey of participants, asking them about their attitudes toward
trafficking, their trafficking behavior, and the dynamics of trafficking in their
neighborhoods. The focus groups included an explicit discussion of whether the
participants would be willing to share information about their trafficking behavior in an
interview.

· A survey of 720 FSP participants was conducted in those same three metropolitan areas
and in nearby rural areas. This survey obtained information about respondent household
characteristics, household income and expenditures, attitudes and opinions about
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trafficking: respondents' social support systems; and respondents' actual experiences
with trafficking. One part of the interview tested an innovative approach to obtaining
survey data about trafficking, under which respondents listened to questions on an audio
tape and wrote down the answers on a one-page answer sheet. Based on a review of
methods employed with similar difficult survey situations, this method had seemed the
most promising available, because it had been used with apparent success in survey
applications involving illegal behavior. It was hoped that by ensuring that the
interviewer would not know their answers, respondents would answer honestly.

· Post-survey focus groups were conducted at two of the three survey sites with
respondents in the survey. These focus groups discussed the survey findings (see
below) with participants in an attempt to gain additional insight into the response
patterns seen.

Ethnographic research was conducted at two of the survey sites. In this work, researchers with
extensive "street-level' contacts in low-income areas attempted to identify and interview buyers of
food stamps, to discuss their experiences with trafficking and to obtain additional insight into the
dynamics of trafficking and the motivations of food stamp sellers.

SAMPLING

In light of the exploratory nature of the research, we decided not to allocate the resources that
would have been required to obtain a nationally representative sample of FSP participants.
However, the three metropolitan areas selected for the field work were chosen through a combination
of purposive and random methods, so that a reasonable cross-section of sites would be ensured in
terms of area of the country, size of the metropolitan area, and use of electronic benefit transfer
(EBT) food stamp issuance methods. For each of the three metropolitan areas, we chose four
different survey locations to achieve a mix of poverty densities and urban/rural locations. We chose
respondents randomly from among FSP participants living in those areas.

FINDINGS CONCERNING THE FEASIBILITY OF OBTAINING ACCURATE SELF-
REPORTS OF TRAFFICKING

Despite success elsewhere, the method of using audio tapes to ask questions about food stamp
trafficking does not appear to measure the phenomenon accurately. In the current survey, the weight
of the evidence suggests that there was significant underreporting of trafficking behavior.

Overall, approximately 5.1 percent of the survey respondents reported selling food stamps in
the previous month. Together with survey data on the average amount of benefits sold per
transaction, this implies that approximately two percent of dollar benefits were sold. While there
is no "gold standard" comparison with which to test the validity of these estimates, they appear to
be low when compared to the following sources:



· Respondents were asked a series of questions about how common the3' thought
trafficking was in their neighborhoods. While the answers reflect only opinions and are
difficult to quantify, the pattern of responses suggests a considerably higher prevalence
of trafficking than the survey indicates.

· Similarly. during the pre-survey focus groups, participants were asked how common
they believed trafficking was. The general discussion suggested greater incidence of
trafficking than the survey answers showed.

· During the post-survey focus groups, which were conducted with survey respondents,
the participants were asked whether they had felt "safe" in replying honestly to the
questions on trafficking. Several reported feeling that being fully candid during the
survey was unsafe. It was apparent that they had replied negatively to many questions
when the truthful answer was affirmative.

· The survey-based estimates are lower than would be expected, according to the findings
of a 1995 FNS analysis of trafficking. The FNS analysis, which did not include all
forms of trafficking, estimated that at least 3.8 percent of coupons were trafficked in
1993, well above the estimates from the survey.

None of these sources is conclusive. The totality of the evidence, however, suggests that it is
quite likely that there is significant underreporting in the survey.

HYPOTHESES ABOUT TRAFFICKING SUGGESTED BY THE STUDY

The evidence from the focus groups, the survey, and the ethnographic research, taken together,
gives rise to a number of interesting hypotheses about trafficking. Because of the limited scope of
this preliminary study, with data collection in only three areas of the country, none of these findings
can be viewed as conclusive. All, however, appear quite likely from the evidence generated by the
study. Following are key hypotheses:

· Many buyers in food stamp trafficking transactions may purchase the coupons for
their own use; sometimes, they themselves may be FSP participants. Participants in
the pre-survey focus groups repeatedly voiced their belief that the buyer in a food stamp
trafficking transaction is often a food stamp recipient, and that many buyers use the
stamps themselves at the grocery store. Focus group members reported that, as a way
of stretching their food budgets, they and their friends often bought food stamps from
people who wanted to sell them, with several viewing this practice as simply prudent
household management. They also reported that it was common for a recipient to be
both a buyer and a seller over the course of a month, perhaps selling coupons initially
to obtain cash for some high-priority use and then, if cash became available later, using
it to buy coupons at a discount and gain access to food more cheaply.
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· There is no clear 'profile "of characteristics of people who traffic. During prelimina_'
analysis of the survey data, we examined whether self-reports of trafficking were
correlated with demographic, social, or economic characteristics of respondents. While
some weak possible correlations were identified, no single characteristic or set of
characteristics stood out as being highly predictive of trafficking behavior. To be sure,
as noted earlier, there is evidence that trafficking was substantially underreported in the
survey, and this weakens our ability to identify significant correlations, if in fact they
exist.

· Electronic benefit transfer (EBT) may change the dynamics of the transaction. One
of the three study sites had been issuing food benefits under an EBT system for several
months prior to the study. A number of respondents at that site reported trafficking, and
the focus group discussions yielded insights as to how this trafficking took place.

The dynamics of the trafficking under EBT are apparently quite different from
trafficking in food coupons. The buyer and seller reportedly often go to the store
together, because the buyer wants to avoid (1) prepaying for an EBT card on which
benefits have been depleted, and (2) prepaying for an EBT card that has been reported
as lost or stolen. The general feeling about EBT as it relates to trafficking was that
"where there is a will there is a way."

Focus group respondents reported that the cycle with which benefits were posted to the
EBT cards contributed to selling benefits. In the EBT site, the AFDC benefit was credited
early in the month, At this time, recipients needed food and spent the welfare benefit on
groceries. The food benefit was credited four or five days later. By the time the food
benefit was credited, food had been purchased and recipients needed cash.

· '31iddlemen "may not be a major factor in trafficking. One issue of considerable
interest in the current study was the role of "middlemen" who buy coupons and then sell
them at a profit, either to people who plan to use them for food or to stores that can
"launder" them. It was believed at the outset of the study that such middlemen might

represent a significant share of buyers. However, no evidence emerged from the
research to suggest this. During the pre-survey focus groups, participants were asked
to talk about what categories of people bought food stamps. The group participants
tended to focus on two types of buyers: (1) retail stores that cashed the coupons at
banks, and (2) !ow-income people who intended to use the coupons to purchase food (as
discussed in Section 1, above). The existence of middlemen who bought the coupons
to make money by reselling them was seldom mentioned by the focus group
participants, even after direct probing. Similar findings were obtained during the
ethnographic research. The ethnographers probed extensively about middlemen and
found virtually no evidence that they exist. None of the 10 respondents interviewed, all
of whom had themselves been buyers of food stamps for various reasons, reported ever
having bought coupons and reselling them for cash.
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I. INTRODUCTION

The Food Stamp Program (FSP) represents a key component of America's "safety net" for low-

income households. With annual outlays in benefits of more than $19 billion in 1997. it has an

average caseload of more than 22 million people each month. The program is thus an important

source of support for America's poorest households. Furthermore, by distributing benefits either as

coupons or through electronic benefit transfer (EBT) accounts, both of which can legally be used

only to purchase food, the FSP helps assure that America's poor have access to nutritious meals.

In light of the importance of the program, food stamp trafficking--particularly program

participants exchanging food stamps for cash--represents a serious concern. Trafficking weakens

the ability of the FSP to encourage nutritious food use by program participants, and it undermines

confidence in the program among the general public.

Unfortunately, the very nature of trafficking makes the practice difficult to study. In most

contexts, asking respondents in a survey to report on their socially unacceptable behavior runs the

risk of underreporting, since respondents do not want the interviewers to think badly of them. In the

case of trafficking, this problem is greatly exacerbated by the illegality of the actions being asked

about. Because trafficking is illegal, FSP participants are understandably reluctant to discuss any

trafficking activities in which they may be involved. In particular, they are often skeptical about

confidentiality pledges and fearful that admitting to selling coupons could lead to loss of benefits

or even criminal prosecution.

This report summarizes the results of a research study that attempted to overcome these barriers

and to learn more about trafficking, with a particular focus on the participant side of the trafficking

transaction. Recognizing that obtaining accurate information from participants was likely to be



difficult, the study was designed with several different components. Data collection activities used

both qualitative and quantitative techniques. One component of the studv--a survey of a total of

more than 700 program participants living in three different parts of the countD'--was designed to

test a promising method for obtaining self-reports from participants concerning whether and how'

they had engaged in trafficking. In addition, the survey was designed to obtain preliminar)'

information about trafficking with which to develop hypotheses that could be examined in later

research.

Supporting the survey were several other types of data collection: (1) pre-survey focus groups.

conducted to help develop the survey instrument by obtaining information about trafficking from

recipients; (2) post-survey focus groups of respondents to probe further about how they answered

the survey questions and ascertain the motivations that determined their responses; and (3)

ethnographic interviews with purchasers of food stamps to ask them about trafficking activity and

about the characteristics and apparent motivations of traffickers.

This report summarizes the findings of the study.

A. LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

Several significant methodological limitations, many of which were recognized from the outset

of the study, must be kept in mind when assessing the results in this report.

The project was designed as an exploratory study, not as a definitive analysis of participant

trafficking. Because at the outset so little information was available about either participant

trafficking behavior or about how to obtain information from participants about trafficking, it was

felt that a full, detailed study of trafficking on a national basis was not warranted. Rather, the goals

of the study were more modest and focused on obtaining information that could help shape further

studies.
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In light of its objectives, the study was limited to three areas of the countD'. While an efiort was

made to choose geographically separate areas with different characteristics, the clustering of data

collection into three areas precludes making valid national generalizations of the results. While the

results may be suggestive about hypotheses concerning trafficking for the country, as a whole, we

cannot assess the representativeness of the three areas chosen for the study and therefore cannot

formally generalize the results.

Furthermore, as discussed in Chapter III, there is considerable evidence that techniques used in

the survey were less successful than had been hoped in eliciting accurate reports of trafficking. It

is likely that a number of respondents in fact engaged in trafficking but did not admit during the

survey to having done so. Furthermore, we are not able to determine whether the traffickers who

did say they trafficked are systematically different from the traffickers who did not admit to

trafficking. It is thus not possible to make reliable generalizations about traffickers from the survey

results, even leaving aside the high degree of clustering in the survey.

B. OVERVIEW OF REPORT

Chapter II provides details about the data collection activities undertaken for the study. Chapter

III assesses the degree to which it was possible to elicit accurate self-reports of trafficking during

the participant survey. Chapter IV highlights a number of other hypotheses about participant

trafficking that have emerged from one or more of the data collection activities. Appendix A

provides details about the data collection work, and Appendix B reproduces the data collection

instrument used in the participant survey.



II. DATA COLLECTION ACTIVITIES CONDUCTED FOR THE STUDY

It was t_lt that a multifaceted data collection strategy would best serve the objectives of the

study. Details of the methods used follow.

A. PRE-SURVEY FOCUS GROUPS

Two pre-survey focus groups were conducted with FSP participants in each of the three prima-D'

areas where the survey was to be done (see below). _ These sessions were intended to help the project

team learn more about the trafficking process and about how participants thought about and talked

about trafficking. It was anticipated that this would be useful both in suggesting topics to be covered

during the surveys and in wording items as clearly as possible to respondents.

1. Material Covered

The exact topics covered in the focus groups evolved slightly over time, as we drew from the

outcomes of the earlier groups in planning later ones. In general, however, the following seven areas

were included:

1. Introductory Material The opening material was designed to explain the purposes of
and ground rules for the focus groups. Also included was an exercise to facilitate self-
introductions by participant group members and to get them started talking to one
another.

2. Using Food Stamps. The first substantive part of the focus groups elicited information
about how respondents use their food stamps, including their experience at stores. This
provided a nonthreatening way of opening the discussion of alternative ways coupons
can be used.

_Details about how the three areas for data collection were selected and about the other aspects
of the data collection--particularly, the household survey--are presented in Appendix A.



3. Coping Experiences. This discussion focused on how food stamp recipients cope with
unexpected expenses that may arise during the month. It provided a context for the
discussion of trafficking to follow.

4, Trafficking, The discussion asked how commonly trafficking was believed to occur in
the neighborhoods of the group participants. It also asked about the mechanics of
trafficking, in terms of how buyers and sellers find each other, what types of people are
buyers, and how much coupons sell for. This discussion also focused on what types of
goods and services could be bought with food stamps and participants' general attitudes
toward trafficking. Motivations for trafficking also were discussed.

5. Trial of Taped Interview. To see how well it would work, we gave respondents the
taped interview that was planned for the general survey. While the sample sizes were
too small to test the success of the method in eliciting accurate response, it was possible
to test the logistics of the self-administered audiotape-based interviewing process.

6. Discussion of Willingness to Share Personal Information About Trafficking. A
discussion was initiated concerning whether and under what circumstances focus group
participants would be willing to provide accurate information about their trafficking
experiences.

7. Closing. In closing, group participants were thanked for their help and were given their
payments for participating.

2. Sampling and Recruiting

The focus group participants were randomly sampled from lists of active participants provided

by the state food stamp offices and were recruited in advance from MPR's survey telephone center.

The focus groups had approximately 12 members each.

3. Fielding

Each focus group was held in a "neutral" location, such as a community center or a hotel, which

was convenient for the group participants to reach. Each was moderated by a senior MPR staff

member with extensive experience in conducting focus groups. At least one assistant was also

present at each group. The interview were taped, and transcripts were prepared.
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B. THE PARTICIPANT SURVEY

The participant survey had two overall objectives. The first was to test a strategy for obtaining

accurate self-reports of trafficking behavior from participants. (See Section 2.) The second was to

obtain information with which to develop hypotheses about participant trafficking, such as the

characteristics of traffickers, their motivations, and the particular circumstances that lead them to

traffic. To some degree, accomplishing the second of these objectives depended on accomplishing

the first, since accurate self-reports about who trafficks are necessary to describe the respondent

characteristics associated with trafficking.

1. Survey Content

The data collection instrument consisted of a series of modules designed to obtain information

about the respondents themselves and their knowledge of and participation in trafficking. The

following information was obtained:

· Household Information and Food Stamp Benefit Receipt. Module A collected
background information on the respondent's age and marital status. It also covered
number and ages of other people in the household, number of people covered by the
food stamp benefit, availability of adequate cooking and food storage appliances, date
and amount of most recent food stamp benefit, responsibility for food stamp benefit
spending, and typical food stamp spending pattern.

· Household Income and Expenditure. Module B collected information about the
respondent's income and expenses, food shopping trips and expenses over the past week
and month, employment status and earnings of household members, participation in Aid
to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) and other government programs, recent
hardships experienced, and food sufficiency. 2

· Attitudes, Opinions, and BelieJgAbout Food Stamp Trafficking. Module C collected
information about the respondent's beliefs and opinions in several areas, including

2AFDC has since been replaced by the Temporary Assistance For Needy Families (TANF)
program.
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outlook for the future, the public assistance system, consequences of lying to an AFDC
worker, and the consequences of selling food stamps.

· SocialSupport. Module D collected information about the respondent's connection to
friends, family, and other support networks in the community. Some questions were
designed to elicit the degree to which the respondent was stable and established in the
community; others probed whether and how respondents were recently victimized by
crimes.

· Buying and Selling Food Stamps. Module E contained questions about the
respondent's general knowledge and perception of trafficking activity in the community:
the ease or difficulty with which trafficking occurs, which store types and which people
are involved in trafficking, ethical and moral views on trafficking, consequences of
selling food stamps, and items that are exchanged for food stamps. At the end of this
module, the respondent used an audiotape to answer a self-administered series of
questions about whether he or she had bought or sold food stamps during the previous
month and, if so, the value of the coupons transacted.

· Demographic Characteristics. Module F collected information on the respondent's
ethnicity and racial background, gender, educational attainment, and history of public
assistance participation. It also solicited the respondent's opinions for ways in which
the FSP might be improved and invited the respondents to possibly participate in a post-
survey focus group.

· Interviewer Observation. The final section of the questionnaire required the
interviewer's observation of the physical environment.

2. Approach to Data Collection

Most of the data collection instrument was administered using standard in-person interviewing

methods, with the interviewer reading each question, probing as necessary, and then recording the

answer on a questionnaire. However, 14 questions--those concerning the respondent's own

experiences buying and selling food stamps--were administered using an audio recording and

headphones. The respondent listened to the prerecorded questions through headphones and then

recorded his or her answers on a self-administered answer sheet, which was then sealed inside an

envelope. The interviewer then signed the back of the envelope over the seal, which was not to be

8



broken until the survey center of Mathematica Policy Research. Inc. (MPR) received the envelope

for data processing.

The decision to use audiotape recordings reflected two major considerations. First. the survey

literature contains considerable evidence that respondents are more likely to report sensitive or

illegal behaviors in a self-administered questionnaire format than in an oral interview. Apparently.

an audiotape interview provides a sufficient feeling of anonymity to respondents that they answer

honestly about any involvement in illegal activities. In a study of alternative ways of measuring

drug use, Turner et al. (1992) found that "the self-administered questionnaire yielded higher

estimated prevalence rates. As predicted, examination of the ratios indicates that the advantage of

the self-administered questionnaire increases with the presumed sensitivity of the drug in question."

Similarly, Gfroerer and Hughes (1992) conclude that "for sensitive question such as those on the use

of illicit drugs, it is likely that people will be more willing to reveal their drug use on a self-

administered answer sheet than in a verbal response--whether by telephone or in person--to an

interviewer."

Hay (1990) compared standard interview and self-administered techniques and found that "the

frequency distributions indicated that a significantly higher percentage of the questionnaire

respondents reported ever having more than a sip or taste of an alcoholic beverage. Similarly

statistically significant differentials were observed between the interview and questionnaire

respondents on reported smoking."

However, because the study population for the current research was expected to have low levels

of reading ability, there was concern that a traditional self-administered instrument might lead to

considerable confusion on the part of respondents, thus reducing our ability to obtain accurate




